This paper investigates young care leavers' expectations of their future after discharge from care.
Positive future expectations are associated with a lower risk of criminal behaviour (Olate, Salas-Wright, & Vaughn, 2012) , a lower propensity for violent behaviour (Stoddard, Zimmerman, & Bauermeister, 2011) , and a lower risk of drug abuse in adult life (Robbins & Bryan, 2004) . Sulimani-Aidan's (2015) longitudinal Israeli study, specifically focusing young people leaving care, showed that positive future expectations among young care leavers while in care were associated with contentment with housing, education, and finances 1 year after leaving care.
The last presented study shows that research based on young care leavers' own experiences can provide important new knowledge to the field. The aim of this paper is to study young care leavers' own expectations of their future during their transition from care to independent adulthood. How, while still in care, do they express their expectations of this transition, and do these expectations change while they are taking their first step towards an independent life?
| THE SWEDISH CONTEXT
As a background to the study, we will briefly describe the framework of the Swedish child welfare system. Social work organized by the government in Sweden is regulated by the Social Services Act of 2001 that applies to support on different levels given on a voluntary basis. Where mandatory care is needed to protect children and young people from their own destructive behaviour or from neglect from parents, the Care of Young People Act of 1990 becomes applicable. However, there is a strong tradition of family support and cooperation between the social workers and parents (Freymond & Cameron, 2006) , and the majority (75%) of out-of-home placements of children and young people are voluntary. Foster care is the most common form of placement in the child welfare system and accounts for more than three quarters of all placements (Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare, 2015) .
According to the law, a voluntary placement ends at the age of 18.
However, in practice, it is common that young people stay in care until they finish upper secondary school at the age of 19. Mandatory placements can be extended until the age of 21.
At present, legislation regulating support to young people after leaving care is fairly vague and inexplicit. According to the Swedish Social Services Act of 2001, social services have a general responsibility to provide support to care leavers, also after their discharge from care. However, regulations regarding the content (what the support should contain) as well as the time frame (how long the support should continue) are missing. This regulation has been criticized for not being specific enough and not obligatory for the municipalities. There is, however, a pending proposal from the Swedish Government that stipulates continued support with housing, finance, and education or work after leaving care, until the age of 22 (SOU2015:71).
| THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE
The theoretical point of departure in this study is "life course theory" in general and the key concept of "transitions" in particular. The life course perspective is a useful tool for studying processes of change during life, in this case, the transition from care to independent adulthood. According to this perspective, the focused transition in this paper should be understood in the context of the informants' whole lives, of their cumulated life practices as young adults (cf. Giele & Elder, 1998; Moen, 2001 ). Furthermore, life experiences are seen as shaped by social relationships and societal contexts in which individuals are located (Dannefer & Settersten, 2011) . In this case, they are shaped within the context of social care and characterized by dependency towards the child welfare system-a position the individuals are expected to leave in order to enter into a new phase of independent adulthood.
The institutionalization of the life course during the last century (Kohli, 2000 (Kohli, , 2007 , where life course transitions have become connected to certain chronological ages (the age of beginning school, that of being allowed to have sex, of moving out from the parental home, etc.), is relevant. An institutionalized life course creates predictability, when people are expecting things in life, from birth to death, to happen in a certain order and according to certain "cultural schedules" (Hagestad, 1990; Neugarten, 1969) . Turning points, or transitions, can be described as "crisis" points in life where life chances and social roles change and are recast (Elder, 1991; Hareven, 1996) . These life changes are often initiated by what van Gennep (1909 Gennep ( /1960 calls rites de passage, that is, rites or rituals alleviating the pressure created by changes in social roles and statuses. In this study, the focused "ritual" is the informants' discharge from social care. The transition can, according to van Gennep, be divided into three different phases. First comes a phase of "exit," or separation, from the previous social role where the old status is erased in preparation for a new one. This is followed by a "liminal" phase, which lies between the past and the future identity, and is characterized by certain uncertainties. The individual is considered to have left the previous category, but not yet to have entered into the next. Last is the final stage of "entry" into the new phase and the new social role. This conceptual trichotomy will be used to explain the results.
| METHOD
The data are based on the first and second waves of a longitudinal qualitative study of 15 young care leavers (aged 16-21) in Sweden, who had been placed in out-of-home care for at least 1 year. Semistructured interviews were conducted to obtain rich and thick descriptions of the informants' future expectations. The first interview (T1) was carried out face to face with the informants who were still in care but were planning their discharge. Besides initial questions about their background (name, age, and time in placement), the interviews were guided by six major themes: subjective health, being in placement, the present life situation, planning for the transition to independent life, availability of social support, and future plans. The second interview (T2) was done by telephone 6-9 months after their discharge and "Purposeful sampling" (Patton, 2015) was applied to recruit informants who could provide rich information about the research questions. The first author contacted social workers in the field and asked them to forward our request to young people in care who were preparing for their discharge. Those who expressed an interest in taking part in the study were contacted by the first author and informed about the procedures of the study and about ethical issues such as confidentiality, voluntariness, and the right to withdraw from the study at any time. These issues were again addressed in time for the second interview. Signed informed consent was provided by every informant.
Throughout the project, we were constantly aware of the vulnerable position of young informants, some of them minors, in out-ofhome care and that the interviews might bring back painful memories.
We were always prepared to guide those who needed to go to relevant counselling. Every interview ended with a metadiscussion about the informants' experience of the interview and if anything had made them feel uncomfortable. The study was approved after a rigorous vetting process by the Swedish regional ethical committee (reference 2014/ 213; www.epn.se).
Data were analysed using a "general inductive approach" (Thomas, 2006) , a method for condensing data and discovering key themes. In order to get familiar with the data, the transcribed interviews were read thoroughly. In a first step, meaning units in the first interview illuminating the focus of the research questions were coded and transferred into distinct categories. These categories were later compiled into broader categories or themes through rereading and refinement (Thomas, 2006) . Themes from the first interviews guided the analysis of the second interviews. Long-and short-term expectations were two distinct themes emerging mainly from the interview guide about future plans, where both short-term expectations (what happens when I leave care?) and long-term expectations (where will I be in 5 years?) were focused.
To enhance trustworthiness, referential adequacy was assured by verification between recordings and the written transcripts of the interviews (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) . In the analytical process, the interpretation of data, the emerging categories, and the compilation of themes were discussed among all authors until consensus was reached (ibid).
A third interview was performed (not presented in this paper), in which the interpretations and results of this study were presented to half of the informants as a form of "member check or respondent validation" (cf. Grinnell & Unrau, 2014; Bryman, 2012) . All agreed that the results corresponded well with their own view.
As shown in Table 1 , men are overrepresented in the sample (60% vs. 40%), as well as at a national level among people aged 15-20 in out-of-home care (63% vs. 37%; Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare, 2015). The majority of the informants (10/15) reported having been placed in residential or foster care because of their own destructive behaviour. Drug abuse and criminality were most common, but self-destructive psychiatric problems were common as well. A minority (5/15) reported having suffered problems related to neglect or other deficiencies in their parents' care. Table 2 describes the informants' type of care at T1 and their accommodation, work or education, and contact with the social services.
The most common pattern at T2 concerning accommodation was to have moved to their own apartment. Some informants had moved back to their family of origin, either in accordance with their wishes or because there was no other option. Two informants were still in care, and one was homeless. The most common daily activity was going to upper secondary school or being in part-time employment.
Some were enrolled in unemployment projects (standby jobs). Most informants (9/15) were still in contact with the social services.
| RESULTS
The presented results are structured according to the informants' narratives, first in the interview at T1, then at T2. Their short-and longterm expectations of transitioning from care to adulthood are the main themes that are presented under the results from each interview. The main results are that the interviewees' expectations seemed to depend on whether they were referring to their immediate (short-term) or their distant (long-term) future.
| Short-term expectations at Time 1 (T1)
When still in care, the informants' short-term expectations consisted of worries about where to live, how to manage finances, how to make ends meet, and so forth. This was how, close to his discharge, Christer described his expectations of the immediate future after spending more than half of his life in foster care: 
What do I do with my life?
The worries Christer expressed concerned practical issues about life after moving out from care. Once the date for moving out had been set, he could no longer avoid the uncertainties this might imply. Other informants reported similar kinds of worries and described stress, anxiety, destructivity, and feelings of powerlessness.
Fredrik, who was living in a "training apartment" connected to the residential home and waiting to get an apartment of his own, provided an emotional response to the question regarding how happy he was with his life "right now": 
| Long-term expectations at Time 1 (T1)
In contrast to the worries and uncertainties in a short-term future perspective, the interviewees' expectations of their life after 5 years, that is, in a more distant future, were often positive.
The first interview at T1 showed that most informants reported positive expectations of their future. When asked about what their life would be like in 5 years, the majority reported expectations of living in nice homes and having a job they enjoyed and a family of their own.
This was the case for Fredrik, who, talking about his current situation, had described himself as being in a bubble. In the long-term perspective, he described his life totally differently: Jacob's ambivalence related to the fact that, on the one hand, he had experienced losing close relatives in drug-related deaths during his youth and feared the same fate for himself. On the other hand, he was talking about having a job, a partner, and an apartment in his hometown.
| Short-term expectations at Time 2 (T2)
After being out of care for half a year (6-9 months), the most common short-term expectations among the informants at T2 were connected to challenges in their new role as independent adults-now that they were exclusively responsible for their own life. For half of the informants who had moved to their own (rented) apartment and were not living with a partner, the feeling of loneliness was very common. Carina, who was living alone in a rental apartment, described the situation as follows: However, these feelings of loneliness were intertwined with positive feelings of being able to live "solo" and deal with the new challenges.
Carina described the ambivalence of feeling lonely while enjoying adult independence and solitude.
If I make a mistake it will have consequences. For instance, I risk losing my apartment if I don't get an income. So it's up to me now and no one really interferes. And this is actually very, very nice.
Other informants likewise talked about the ambivalence of worrying over being left alone with a lot of new responsibilities while being more in control of their life.
Ambivalence towards social services was evident in Björn's story.
He was living with his girlfriend, while still being formally placed in a halfway house, and explained his break with the social services, thus These feelings of ambivalence were also described by informants living with their parents after leaving care. Daniel decided to move from foster care to his mother in order to be able to start his own business. But even though he had moved in with his mother, he perceived it as having taken a step towards responsible adulthood:
Well, the toughest has been just realizing that it's up to me
now. I've been living in foster care for almost my whole life and even though I stay with my mother /…/ it's up to me now. This has been hard to accept /…/, but it's coming.
The informants in the second interview at T2 also reported short-term challenges, such as avoiding relapsing into criminality or drug abuse, managing to finish their school diploma, or getting a steady income.
Jacob, who lived with his mother, expressed the challenges of staying sober after moving out of care:
The hardest thing has been meeting old friends when The informants' short-term worries at T2 were more about concrete challenges in their everyday life, whereas their worries at T1 had been
about uncertainties regarding what their life would be like after leaving care. Ambivalence concerning, on the one hand, the fear of losing, and on the other, relief at "getting rid of," the formal support of social services was a typical part of the short-term expectations in the second interview.
| Long-term expectations at Time 2 (T2)
Overall, the positive long-term expectations regarding the informants' future were quite similar in the two interviews. However, one difference between T1 and T2, seen in the majority of the informants, was that their expectations of their future tended to be more specific and concrete at T2 compared with T1, for example, concerning the type of work or education they were considering for their future. This was the case for Alma, who after 4 years in residential care was living in a rental apartment with her boyfriend. She described her long-term expectations of the future, 9 months after her discharge from care, and it appears that her aspirations for the future were getting bigger with time: As a "negative case" (Patton, 2015) , Benny deviated from the rule of positive long-term future expectations at T2. However, having some kind of objective resources, such as having found more long-term accommodation, seems to be a prerequisite for positive long-term expectations to last over time.
| DISCUSSION
The findings in this study provide important insights from the care The results from our Swedish study, however, show that the difference between short-and long-term expectations seems to remain over time (i.e., from T1 to T2).
From a life course perspective, the first interview was performed when the informants were in the exit phase from care, which would separate them from the safe and controlled care environment. This phase of emancipation from parents, or persons in formal care substituting for parents, is something that all young people experience.
Young people without experience of social care may "try their wings" by moving to their own apartment and maybe move back to their parents again ("yo-yo transitions") to take a new direction for their future (Höjer & Sjöblom, 2009; Kåks, 2007; Spånberger Weitz, 2011; Storö, 2012) . For young people in social care, this transition becomes more definite and also has administrative and legal aspects that distinguish their process from the transitions of young people generally (Höjer & Sjöblom, 2010 , 2011 . In their case, the legally assigned care ends at a certain age or when the treatment goals have been met, after which they are supposed to leave on a set date-a point of no return (cf. Storö, 2012) . The finality of this transition creates worries for care leavers about their near future: worries about how they will manage by themselves, fears of loneliness, and concerns regarding administrative problems such as getting an apartment.
Even if the transition out of care is perceived as a crisis in life (cf. Elder, 1991) , the social role of care dependence is challenged by a new, more independent "adult" role. This transition can be considered a "rite of passage" (van Gennep, 1909 (van Gennep, /1960 where the individual is leaving care for an uncertain and unknown future. Connected to this crisis of separation, more empowering expectations of not having to deal with professional social services anymore were also reported in the second interview. The care leavers therefore experienced the new reality with ambivalence: both as fear and as relief, which is typical for the liminal phase.
The findings of optimistic long-term future expectations after the liminal phase in the interviews at both time points (T1 and T2) show that young people, even in vulnerable situations in social care, follow cultural schedules (cf. Neugarten, 1969; Hagestad, 1990) , that is, setting themselves long-term goals of a safe, middle-class adult lifestyle with employment, home ownership, and an own family. From this theoretical frame, their long-term expectations can be understood in terms of van Gennep's concept of "entry phase," signifying the shift towards incorporation in society and assuming the role of full citizen.
The informants in this study set their goals, as, for example, of The results of this study are from a small sample and can be generalized to the broader population of care leavers only with great caution (cf. Grinnell & Unrau, 2014; Patton, 2015) . Because we asked social workers to forward our request to potential participants, there is a risk that the sample was biased towards those who had more positive future expectations than would have been the case if the sample had been selected randomly.
However, the internal coherence between the participants' expectations for their future cannot be ignored. The differences between their short-and long-term expectations shed light on the complexity of the transition process from care to independent adulthood and show the importance of a longitudinal perspective and a time frame for studies of young people's discharge from care and their transition to adulthood. Last, but not least, in the intention to better understand and plan for the life of young care leavers, it is important to include their own "voices" and perspectives, both in the practice of social work and in research.
This study is part of a continuing longitudinal research project, and we will, in the future, have more data on the care leavers' own perspective of their entry into adult life.
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